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SUMMARY ANALYSIS 

Current law authorizes a trial court to enter any order necessary to protect a child victim or witness, a person 
who has an intellectual disability or a sexual offense victim or witness of any age from severe emotional or 
mental harm due to the presence of the defendant.   The court may also allow the use of service or therapy 
animals to assist a child victim or witness, or a sexual offense victim or witness, in a sexual offense 
proceeding.  The support animals must be evaluated and registered according to national standards.  Local 
courts utilizing such animals typically develop detailed requirements for their use.    
 
This bill: 

 Expands the list of proceedings in which support animals may be used to include any proceeding 
involving child abuse, abandonment, or neglect; 

 Expands the categories of allowable animals to include a “facility dog”; 

 Allows a court to set any conditions it finds just and appropriate when taking the testimony of a person 
who has an intellectual disability, including the use of a service animal, therapy animal, or facility dog; 
and  

 Removes the requirement for registration of an animal pursuant to national standards, and replaces it 
with a requirement that an animal be trained and evaluated according to industry standards. 

 
The bill does not appear to have a fiscal impact on state or local governments. 
 
The bill has an effective date of July 1, 2017.  
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FULL ANALYSIS 

I.  SUBSTANTIVE ANALYSIS 
 
A. EFFECT OF PROPOSED CHANGES: 

Background 
 
Section 92.55, F.S., authorizes a court to enter any order necessary to protect victims and witnesses 
who are under the age of 18, victims or witnesses to a sexual offense, or any person who has an 
intellectual disability from severe emotional or mental harm while testifying in any court proceeding. An 
order may limit the number of victim or witness interviews, prohibit depositions, require submission of 
questions prior to examination, set the place and conditions for conducting proceedings, and allow or 
prohibit a person's attendance at a proceeding.1 When deciding whether to enter such an order, the 
court must consider certain factors, such as the victim's or witness's age, the nature of the offense, and 
the degree of emotional trauma that will result as a consequence of the defendant's presence.2 
 
In a sexual offense case, the court may also allow the use of a service or therapy animal when taking 
the testimony of a child victim or witness, or a sexual offense victim or witness of any age.3 When 
making this decision, the court must consider the age of the person testifying, the rights of the parties to 
the litigation, and any other relevant factor that would facilitate testimony.4 
 
There are currently three circuit courts that are known to have implemented formal animal support 
programs. The Second Circuit began its animal support program in 2006,5 and programs were started 
in 2014 in the Fifth and Ninth Circuits. 
 
Scientific research shows that animals significantly reduce physiological and behavioral distress in 
children, including a lowering of heart rate and blood pressure.6 The Second,7 Fifth,8 and Ninth9 Circuit 
courts all report that the use of animals during proceedings has generally had a positive effect and led 
the courts to be better equipped to make decisions. 
 
Current law requires service or therapy animals to be "evaluated and registered according to national 
standards." The term "national standards" is not defined, and there are no national standards known to 
exist. 
 
Current law does not define the terms "service animal" or "therapy animal" that are used in s. 92.55, 
F.S. In general, a "service animal" is one trained to perform a service to a human, such as a seeing eye 
dog used by a visually-impaired person. In general, a "therapy animal" is one that provides emotional 
comfort and support to humans. Therapy animals are trained to their role, but not to the degree that a 
service animal is trained. Some commentators believe that "therapy animal" is an inaccurate term when 
referencing a dog assisting persons testifying in a court proceeding, preferring instead the term "facility 
dog."10 "Facility dogs are expertly trained dogs who partner with a facilitator working in a health care, 

                                                 
1
 Section 92.55(4), F.S. 

2
 Section 92.55(3), F.S. 

3
 Section 92.55(5), F.S. 

4
 Id.  

5
 http://2ndcircuit.leoncountyfl.gov/petHistory.php. (last accessed January 19, 2017). 

6
 Nagengast, Sunny L., et al., "The effects of the presence of a companion animal on physiological arousal and behavioral 

distress in children during a physical examination." Journal of Pediatric Nursing 12, 323-330 (1997). 
7
 Courthouse Therapy Dog History and Statistics, Florida's Second Judicial Circuit, 

http://2ndcircuit.leoncountyfl.gov/petHistory.php.  (last accessed January 19, 2017). 
8
 Fifth Judicial Circuit Therapy Dog Program, Fifth Judicial Circuit Court of Florida, http://www.circuit5.org/c5/programs-

services/therapy-dog-program/  (last accessed January 17, 2017). 
9
 K9th Circuit Program, Ninth Judicial Circuit Court of Florida, http://ninthcircuit.org/about/programs/k9th-circuit-program.  

(last accessed January 17, 2017). 
10

 https://www.animallaw.info/article/recent-cases-use-facility-dogs-witnesses-while-testifying  (last accessed January 19, 
2017). 

http://2ndcircuit.leoncountyfl.gov/petHistory.php
http://2ndcircuit.leoncountyfl.gov/petHistory.php
http://www.circuit5.org/c5/programs-services/therapy-dog-program/
http://www.circuit5.org/c5/programs-services/therapy-dog-program/
http://ninthcircuit.org/about/programs/k9th-circuit-program
https://www.animallaw.info/article/recent-cases-use-facility-dogs-witnesses-while-testifying
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visitation or education setting . . . A well-mannered and highly trained facility dog encourages feelings 
of calm and security for clients in a visitation setting such as a courtroom."11 
 
Effect of Proposed Changes 
 
The bill amends s. 92.55, F.S., to: 
 

 Expand the list of proceedings in which support animals may be used to include any proceeding 
involving child abuse, abandonment, or neglect; 

 Expand the categories of allowable animals to include a “facility dog”; 

 Allow a court to set any conditions it finds just and appropriate when taking the testimony of a 
person who has an intellectual disability, including the use of a service animal, therapy animal, 
or facility dog; and  

 Remove the requirement for registration of an animal pursuant to national standards, and 
replaces it with a requirement that an animal be trained and evaluated according to industry 
standards.  

 
B. SECTION DIRECTORY: 

Section 1 amends s. 92.55, F.S., related to judicial proceedings. 
 
Section 2 provides an effective date of July 1, 2017. 

II.  FISCAL ANALYSIS & ECONOMIC IMPACT STATEMENT 
 

A. FISCAL IMPACT ON STATE GOVERNMENT: 
 
1. Revenues: 

The bill does not appear to have any impact on state revenues. 
 

2. Expenditures: 

The bill does not appear to have any impact on state expenditures. 
 

B. FISCAL IMPACT ON LOCAL GOVERNMENTS: 
 
1. Revenues: 

The bill does not appear to have any impact on local government revenues. 
 

2. Expenditures: 

The bill does not appear to have any impact on local government expenditures. 
 

C. DIRECT ECONOMIC IMPACT ON PRIVATE SECTOR: 

The bill does not appear to have any direct economic impact on the private sector. 
 

D. FISCAL COMMENTS: 

None. 

III.  COMMENTS 
 

A. CONSTITUTIONAL ISSUES: 
 

 1. Applicability of Municipality/County Mandates Provision: 

                                                 
11

 http://www.cci.org/site/c.cdKGIRNqEmG/b.4011121/k.830A/Facility_Dogs.htm  (last accessed January 19, 2017). 

http://www.cci.org/site/c.cdKGIRNqEmG/b.4011121/k.830A/Facility_Dogs.htm
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The bill does not appear to require counties or municipalities to take an action requiring the 
expenditure of funds, reduce the authority that counties or municipalities have to raise revenue in the 
aggregate, nor reduce the percentage of state tax shared with counties or municipalities. 
 

 2. Other: 

None. 
 

B. RULE-MAKING AUTHORITY: 

The bill does not appear to create a need for rulemaking or rulemaking authority. 
 

C. DRAFTING ISSUES OR OTHER COMMENTS: 

The sentence on lines 20-27 is perhaps unclear. It appears that amendment of Line 22 to read 
"witness, or a sexual offense victim or witness, or a person who has" may clarify the sentence. 

It is perhaps unclear what "industry standards" are for service and therapy animals and facility dogs. 
There is no consensus among states that have similar programs to Florida and no one organization that 
the organizations in the service, therapy, or facility animal industry point to as setting standards. 
Examples of requirements in other states include graduation and certification by AKC,12 Alliance of 
Therapy Dogs,13 Assistance Dogs International,14 or equivalent organizations. The three circuit courts in 
Florida with animal programs provide for approval of animal providers in their administrative orders.15 

IV.  AMENDMENTS/ COMMITTEE SUBSTITUTE CHANGES 

n/a 
 

                                                 
12

 http://www.akc.org/dog-owners/training/akc-therapy-dog-program. Accessed 1/18/2017. 
13

 https://www.therapydogs.com. Accessed 1/18/2017. 
14

 http://www.assistancedogsinternational.org/standards/assistance-dogs/standards-for-dogs/training-standards-for-
facility-dogs. Accessed 1/18/2017. 
15

 The Second Circuit currently has approved Pet Partners as an animal provider. The Fifth Circuit has approved 
Companions for Courage and Courtroom Dogs for Kids, Inc. as animal providers. The Ninth Circuit has approved 
Companions for Courage as an animal provider. Companions for Courage requires its handlers and animals to be certified 
through the Alliance of Therapy Dogs. 

http://www.akc.org/dog-owners/training/akc-therapy-dog-program
https://www.therapydogs.com/
http://www.assistancedogsinternational.org/standards/assistance-dogs/standards-for-dogs/training-standards-for-facility-dogs
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